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ABSTRACT: This paper explores the sensuous relationship amongst people and the physical elements located in pub-
lic squares. The research focuses on the study of sensuous geography and its social implications in contemporary city 
context. Case studies were drawn from various Western countries. A Lefebvrian approach was utilized to analyse the 
research findings. The study has generated a preliminary sensuous geography checklist for public squares that can 
predict the degree of popularity and experiential qualities of public squares.  However, limits existed in the paper as 
sensory experiences are conditioned by individual, socio-cultural and climatic influences. The study suggests further 
integrated approach is needed in this field of study. The research findings indicated that better knowledge of sensuous 
geography is important in the design and planning disciplines. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
To date, the significances of multisensorial qualities have 
been commonly acknowledged and applied among vari-
ous sectors and entities. Examples of such areas includes 
landscape architecture, product design, health related de-
velopments as well as in the marketing industries. In the 
topic of place-making, the relevance of the five senses 
has also been studied and examined in the past. However, 
existing literature indicates a general lack of well devel-
oped precedents and methodological approaches to de-
fine, create and link the embodied multi-sensuous quali-
ties of place. Past researches have called for more built 
forms of “non-visual sensory modes” (Porteous 1990, 5). 
Charles Landry for example, argued that urban economic 
related growth of “short-term, landmark events endanger 
more creative, imaginative and inclusive forms of city-
making” (2006, cited in Rogerson & Rice 2009). As a 
result, the social fabric of sensuous qualities (other than 
visual) has been diminished (Madaniporur 2003; Degan 
2008). In response to the material and ocular oriented 
phenomena in most contemporary cities, this study aims 
to enquire human responses and perceptions related to 
urban sensuous geography in the context of public 
squares.  
 
Lefebvre’s conceptual triad and Rhythmanalysis were 
utilised as the main theoretical framework of this study. 
The sensorial and socio qualities of physical entities lo-
cated in public squares will be examined and studied to 
exemplify the importance of human senses in the design 
and planning disciplines. The research argued that the 
study of sensuous experience and its relationship with 
urban city settings can provide politicians, planners and 
designers new insights regarding the development and 
planning of public spaces. 
 
This research paper has been structured in the following 
way: firstly, the theoretical bases of sensuous geography, 
existing research frameworks and a brief overview of the 
social importance of public spaces within the context of 
this research. Secondly, the research methodology will be 
discussed and the data collected from case studies will be 
presented and examined in order to form a hypothetical 
framework that would be tested and modified in the fol-
low-on section. Lastly, theoretical, social and built-
environmental implications, as well as research contribu-
tions and limitations would be summarised to conclude 
the article. 
 
 
 
SENSUOUS GEOGRAPHY 
 
Senses mediate between self and the built environment, 
concept and material, they also actively intervene be-
tween the mind and the physical body. Rodway has de-
scribed the five senses as “geographical in that they con-
tribute to orientation in space, an awareness of spatial 
relationships and an appreciation of the specific qualities 
of different places” (1994, 37). For human geographers, 
understanding the role of space, place and the experience 
of the environment are the foci of their studies. In the 
early works of Tuan, he noted the important role of hu-
man senses, suggesting that “[a]n object or place 
achieves concrete reality when our experience of it is to-
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tal, that is through all the senses as well as with the active 
and reflective mind” (1977, 18). The following points 
summarises the role of each senses in the city, its appli-
cation and social implications: 
1. Touch:  
The sense of touch enlightens people about “being” 
in the world (Rodaway 1994). It is of a “sensorial 
snail” (Classen 1998), as touching does not capture 
the qualities of entities momentarily. The sense of 
touch is a gradual discovery of the outer world. It is 
considered as the sense that has the most potential in 
developing democratic spaces. For example, differ-
ent societies and cultures defined the distance of 
personal space differently (Hall 1969; Rodaway 
1994; Degan 2008). The sense of touch, hence, of-
fers an opportunity to help planners and designers to 
shape or mask certain socio-values of places. 
 
2. Sound:  
Soundscapes in the city represent a variety of social, 
cultural and political roles. The sense of sound in-
volves people with the external world, as Rodaway 
noted, people “do not merely hear”, people “actively 
listen” (Degan 2008, 43). However, for individuals, 
sound cannot be easily screened out like sight. Con-
sequently, the control of soundscapes has often been 
employed by authorities to achieve certain atmos-
pheric effects and social order. As described by 
Borden, “[s]pace can be demarcated by sound and 
intensified as for example with a street festival 
where the street obtains a particular identity through 
the diverse ‘audioscapes’ caused by  the event” (cit-
ed in Degan 2008, 44). Moreover, sound may act as 
linkage or barriers between places, for example the 
internal space of building and the road noise from 
traffics (ibid). In sum, sense of sound may act as an 
audio-control tool to introduce, include/exclude, or 
to foster/hinder certain social interactions. 
 
3. Smell:  
The sense of smell is often linked with taste; it is 
“the most evasive sense to describe. A feature that 
always escapes; it is formless, it cannot be articulat-
ed, it cannot be defined in static terms” (ibid). As 
described by Bauman, “[s]mells share with Sim-
mel’s stranger the upsetting habit of coming unan-
nounced, outstaying their welcome, arriving now 
and refusing to go away later (1993, 24). In the con-
temporary world, smells are often utilised to differ-
entiate social classes and create certain identity, in 
which artificially scented objects are considered 
more civilised than primal smells of human odour. 
In addition, sense of smell is linked to the brain’s 
limbic system that is connected to emotions (Porte-
ous 1985, cited in Degan 2008). As a result, odours 
can aid in identity shaping of spaces and further 
links the social space with the inhabitants. “They 
subvert the immediate experience of place by mak-
ing individuals relate to other places and 
time”(ibid,45). 
 
4. Taste:  
The sense of taste is the hardest one to comprehend 
from the observer/analysis point of view, as “what 
the individual eats, no one else can eat under any 
circumstance’ (Simmel 1994, 346). Taste is a rela-
tively timely process that is culturally acquired. Dif-
ferent taste and smell of exotic food provides sense 
of “otherness” (Degan 2008, 46). As noted by Zu-
kin, “[r]estaurants have become incubators of inno-
vation in urban culture. They feed the symbolic cul-
ture – socially, materially, and spiritually (1995, 
182). The rising of café culture may be an example 
for this. 
 
5. Vision:  
Lastly, sense of sight is the most immediate and 
most elaborate sensory dimension in the urban ge-
ography. Vision is a subjective sense (Featherstone 
& Frisby 1997) as seeing involves selective fram-
ings of landscapes/views. Throughout the time “it 
promotes fast and immediate appropriation of the 
surroundings/objects” (Degan 2008, 46). The ocular 
sense upholds the most immediate pleasures of 
senses, where inhabitants can be drawn easily to the 
difference of built forms and colours. Moreover, 
like other senses, socialness is embodied within the 
sense of sight. As Simmel says, “vision is an im-
portant component in facilitating everyday sociabil-
ity in public spaces, as when people’s eyes meet this 
produces the ‘most complete reciprocity’, and as 
this sensuous interaction momentarily engages two 
or more people” (Featherstone & Frisby 1997, 111). 
The visual dimensions have always played a domi-
nant role in representations of urban geography and 
the objects within it; whilst, masking out other sen-
suous aspects of spaces resulting in less dynamic 
socio-public spaces through mono-focusing on the 
development of aesthetic pleasure. 
 
Moreover, sensory geography has provided an enriched 
focus on both the built environment and its sensuous ex-
periential components. In order to correctly map out the 
relationship between sensuous qualities and physical en-
tities, it is important to have an underpinned theory of 
what spaces and places exactly are. There are currently a 
variety of theoretical positions in regards to space and 
place (refer to Table 1). Of all, Lefebvre’s approach 
“goes beyond the fetishisms of observable appearances  
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Table 1 – Agnew’s Summary of the Four Approaches to Understand space/place  
(contents cited in Rogerson & Rice 2009, 133) 
Type Description 
Humanistic & Agency-based Places are parts of spaces and spaces provide the resources and the frames of reference in which places are made. 
Postmodern and Feminist Ap-
proach (less agency-focussed) 
The diversity of experience of place ( and the openness and multifarious 
identities of such places) is emphasized. 
Contextualist-performative Per-
spective 
The approach emphasizes the materiality of places as “open spaces” 
made by practices and shaped in their passing. In so doing, the focus is 
less on what exists and more on how we know. 
Lefebvrian Approach 
“[A]bstract space” has colonized social life through spatial practices and 
representations of space and it is through resistance and (re)capturing of 
such spaces in opposition to the colonizing tendencies of capitalism that 
place (concrete space) can be signified. 
Table 2 – Lefebvre’s Conceptual Triad & Related Frameworks (modified from Carp 2008, 133) 
 ←  MORE CONCRETE MORE ABSTRACT →  
Field Aspects of Triad Examples Human Being 
Physical 
Spatial 
Phenomena Spatial Practice 
Routes, destinations, way-
finding, modes of transport  
 
Body 
 
 
↕ 
 
 
Mind 
 
 
↕ 
 
 
Direct 
Experience 
Process  
Phenomena Perceived Space 
Smelling, seing, hearing, tast-
ing, touching, movng, attend-
ing, dissociating 
 
Mental 
Spatial 
Phenomena 
Representations 
of Space 
Plans, discourse, concepts, 
theories, government bodies, 
tourism industry, academic 
disciplines 
 
Process 
Phenomena Conceived Space 
Thinking, reflecting, systema-
tizing, ideating, imagining, 
interpreting, measuring, cate-
gorizing 
 
Social 
Spatial 
Phenomena 
Representational 
Space 
Public squares, public open-
space, office, home, bed 
 
Process 
Phenomena Lived Space 
Living “in the moment”, lov-
ing, fearing, creating, witness-
ing, finding, intersubjectivity, 
joining in, recognizing limits, 
remembering 
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(the visual) to trace the inner dynamics of sensory urban-
ism” (ibid). Thus, Lefebvre’s framework was utilized for 
the purpose of this research due to its stronger linkage 
with urban sensorial experiences that also have a diverse 
embedment of socio-qualities (refer to Table 2 for details 
of this approach).   
LEFEBVRE’S CONCEPTUAL TRIAD 
 
For Henry Lefebvre, the human body is considered to be 
a crucial “mediator of the coexisting, concording and in-
terfering relationship between the three elements that 
constitute the social production of space: spatial practic-
es, representations of space and spaces of representation” 
(Simonsen, cited in Degan 2008, 19). The conceptual tri-
ad developed by Lefebvre proposed a way to interpret the 
sensorial and socio-qualities of spaces. The conceptual 
triad works collectively in the creation of social spaces; 
each constitution in space is enlightened by and created 
through the other two spaces. “Spatial practice, represen-
tations of space and spaces of representation are best 
conceived of as analytical spaces that contribute differen-
tially to the production of place, vary according to local 
conditions and fusing with different intensities” (Dear 
cited from Degan 2008, 19-20). 
 
When linking the conceptual triad with sensory urban-
ism, several points can be extracted. The following 
summary provides brief explanations of each concept as 
well as its relevance and implications for the research of 
urban sensuous experiences (refer to Table 2): 
 
1. Spatial practice: refers to the mundane/daily rou-
tines of “sequences, habits and patterns of move-
ment in and through physical places” (Carp 2008, 
132) that generate sociable aspects of spaces. The 
physical structure of the place/space can be directly 
sensed by human body through the five sensory re-
ceptors. As noted by Shields, the repeated habitual 
process is often being perceived as the “taken-for-
granted and unreflective practice” (1989). For in-
stance, “while planners and architects designate ur-
ban spaces to be used in particular ways, individu-
als’ perceptions may induce them to use the very 
same urban spaces in different ways” (Rogerson & 
Rice 2009, 150).The importance of this trialectic el-
ement lies on its capacity to generate differing sen-
sory responses.
2. Representations of space: refers to the abstract yet 
rational space defined by “planners, bureaucrats and 
architects” (ibid).Representations of space conveys 
the conceptual mindset from the views of the au-
thorities. This also suggests a sense of social order. 
When this space is being engaged by the users, it is 
considered as a “conceived space” as it involves 
“thinking, imagining, reflecting on an idea, analys-
ing, planning…shaping and reshaping an inchoate 
thought into expression, as either individual or col-
lective activity, including both ideational synergy 
and conflictual perturbations” (Carp 2008, 134). 
This element of social space production is appropri-
ate for the topic of sensory urbanism as it highlight-
ed “ways in which the design of ‘public’ spaces has 
the potential to satisfy public needs, but does not 
always do so” (Rogerson & Rice 2009, 150). 
 
3. Representational space: refers to the person-
al/individual aspects of social space in the sense that 
the particular spatial entity is first experienced, con-
ceptualised and finally lived through the unifying of 
the material space with individual’s psychological 
space. The space is of the “imaginary geographies” 
(Lefebvre 1991; 39) that is actively generated 
through personal comprehension of that particular 
spatial entity. It is through this superimposition of 
one’s own experiential reflection towards the tangi-
ble spatial entity that one turns the space into a lived 
one. These reflections includes various social scales 
of mental processing; ranging from broader “socie-
tal representations” (Carp 2008, 135) of certain dis-
course or ethnic groups, to a more individualistic 
style of personal representation. They are subjective 
living experiences that have a “felt relationship to 
past, present and future (ibid). Hence, the social life 
of the inhabitants are deeply linked and connected 
to the representational space. Opportunities and in-
terpretations of this social space, open up prospects 
to draw people together with places, making and 
designating meanings to the urban geographies. 
The conceptual triad of social spaces imposts the rele-
vance of sensory geography, “…[t]here is no way in 
which to understand the world without first detecting 
through the radar-net of our senses” (Ackerman 1990, 
xviii). Furthermore, sensuous relationships are difficult 
to be mapped and understand through conventional re-
cording media, as they are framed with the recorder’s 
particular interest; thus, resulting relatively subjective 
and biased documentations (Lucas 2009, 174).   
 
 
LEFEBVRE’S RHYTHMANALYSIS 
 
Lefebvre’s Rhythmanalysis, generates an alternative ap-
proach to analyse the intangibleness of the sensorial re-
ception and manifestation process. As suggested by its 
name, this analysis method involves the studying and 
measuring of the rhythmic characteristics of urban geog-
raphy and the consequent experiences created through 
the individual sensory receptors of each inhabitant. More 
specifically, two groupings of rhythms are identified, that 
is rhythms in the context of the space/place specific reoc-
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curring human activities; and rhythms in the context of 
corresponding sensorial experiences (Lefebvre 2004; 
Degan 2008). This method of analysis, however, has 
been causing for debate among some critics. For exam-
ple, Lucas argued that the rhythmanalysis approach “en-
courages a certain aloofness, like an early detached eth-
nographer” (2009, 177), the method of observation is 
considered by Lucas “as a balcony with a good view of 
the area in question”. Lucas proposed to further include 
“action of memory” along with Lefebvre’s approach 
(ibid). Similarly, Degan has combined the analysis of 
physical space with the rhythmanalysis technique to fur-
ther enhance and anchor “the [almost] aloof meth-
od…proposed by Lefebvre” (2008). 
 
While the senses may be subjected to the physical 
boundaries that the built environment offers, a significant 
amount of the sensory usage is the result of “learnt be-
haviour[s]” through culturally acquired experience and 
knowledge (Rodway 1994, 25). Drawing back to the 
1970’s, scholars such as Tuan (1974), Carpenter (1973) 
& Bergen (1972, 1980) all acknowledge the significance 
of culture having an impact on the way we sense the 
world. Pollock for example, has defined culture as the 
“social practices whose prime aim is signification, i.e. the 
production of sense or making orders of sense for the 
world in which we live (1988, cited in Rodway 1994, 
22). In a more contemporary example, Nisbett investigat-
ed perceptual differences between Eastern and Western 
countries (2007, 62). When linking back to the study of 
sensuous geography, Nisbett’s work highlighted the im-
portance of cultural differences in which the same built 
environment may possess different sensory stimulations 
and meanings for different cultural groups. While the 
importance of these aspects is recognised, this paper fo-
cuses solely on the Western societies in order to mini-
mise the cultural impacts on sensuous perceptions. 
Public Spaces vs. Sensuous Geography 
To date, Urban public spaces of Western countries, “par-
ticularly in large cities, form part of the everyday urban 
fabric where tourists and locals share communal space 
for purposes embedded into the urban lexicon of experi-
ence” (Hayllar, Griffin & Edwards 2008, 11). The five 
senses are one such category of experiences that contrib-
utes towards the making and understanding of urban 
spaces. The study of sensuous geography in public spac-
es may provide valuable insights to design disciplines as 
these places are the social foci that often adapt and foster 
range of social activities. Urban public spaces encompass 
dynamic opportunities that allow a variety of social in-
teractions. A number of research projects have been car-
ried out to set out guidelines and handbooks in designing 
public open space, in a sense to enhance and promote 
more quality usage of these public spaces. The two un-
derlying points are “(i) an ability to control use and func-
tion in such spaces though design, and (ii) to emphasise 
on the physical components in such spaces” (Rogerson & 
Rice 2009). However, these suggestions and guidelines 
often existed for a designated outcome of physical forms, 
providing physical horizontal and vertical boundaries to 
shape certain parts of the urban geography into an entity 
that hosts a variety of functions; thus, resulted in an end 
product that “is stripped of its emotional and cultural 
value, which is developed only through people’s use over 
time” (Madaniporur 2003, 148). Furthermore, the contin-
ued pursuit of visual qualities over other sensuous activi-
ties has affected the diversity of other sensuous qualities 
in the city. 
 
Public Squares vs. Sensuous Geography 
The growing awareness of the multi-sensorial qualities 
have sparked a variety of discussions on various artefacts 
utilising the five senses “as a key to understand-
ing…meaning and significances” (Buchli 2002, Bull & 
Back 2003, Tilly 2001; 2004, Howes 2005; Classen 
2005, cited in Tilly 2006, citied in Tilley 2006, 312). 
However, in the design and planning sector of public 
squares/plazas, little information has been provided in 
regards to the different sensorial dimensions of physical 
entities and their significances towards the social usabil-
ity of the place. Activities happening in public squares 
are often influenced and filtered by various social, cul-
tural and individual layers. Past studies of squares and 
plazas have suggested that presence of people, social di-
mensions of usage activities and frequencies are some 
key elements to understand the experiential meanings of 
spaces (Whyte 1980, Lennard & Lennard 1984, cited in 
ibid). As written by Tilly, “taking on board the differing 
sensorial dimensions of things allows us to appreciate 
more fully the thickly constituted and multidimensional 
phenomenological experiences of artefacts, with which 
we always engage with the full range of our human sens-
es, and the manner in which the things themselves be-
come of such significance to our lives that they actively 
mediate how we think and how we act (2006, 312). 
Hence, sensorial patterns of physical entities located in 
public squares were observed and studied in this paper in 
order to gain a better understanding of the relationship 
between space/place and the multi-sensorial phenomena.  
 
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The research methodology is divided into two phases. In 
the first phase, observations and data were obtained pure-
ly through online sources; while in the second phase ob-
servations were made through actual onsite observations. 
The procedures to explore the sensorial relationships in 
public squares is summarised as followed: 
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<Phase A> 
 
1. Case Study Selections 
A total of four public squares were selected to be ob-
served through online webcam from Norway, Germany, 
Denmark and Russia. These squares were selected under 
two criteria: webcam clarity and popularity of the place. 
All the case studies chosen were located at the centre of 
the town or adjacent to significant places that were often 
populated by visitors and the locals. Additionally, gener-
ic information regarding the four squares was collected 
from websites such as local city councils, newspaper and 
tourist information centre. These data were treated as the 
control variant in the research to assist the analysis of 
Lefebvre’s conceptual triad. They informed the triatic 
element of representations of space from the authorita-
tive perspective (i.e. government and tourism bodies) in 
the analysis section.  
 
2. Base Map Preparation 
Prior to the observations, each case study was pre-
marked with symbols, indicating where different types of 
physical elements were located on a map. These maps 
became the ‘base plan’ for each set of observations.  The 
classification utilised to differentiate different categories 
of physical entities were as followed: 
 
- Aesthetical Elements:  
signature buildings, monuments, sculptures and 
sculptural stands. 
 
- Natural Elements:  
presence of water, green open space, flower bed, 
trees, shrubs and animals. 
 
- Utilitarian Elements:  
bicycle stands, traffic bollards, light poles, seating, 
stairs and steps. 
 
- Commercial Elements:  
nearby outdoor/indoor dining, retail, restaurants and 
hotels. 
 
3. Mapping of Sensorial Rhythms 
This stage involved the researcher observing the rhyth-
mic movements of sensorial responses through online 
public webcam. The sample size per case study was 15-
20 people randomly selected within the online camera 
angle where each participant will be observed one at a 
time. Lefebvre’s rhythmic approach have been utilised in 
a way that the flow of activities happening on site will be 
mapped against the pre-marked locations of each physi-
cal elements. During the observation, the researcher fol-
lowed a randomly selected person and physically drew-
out the activity patterns performed by that person on the 
base plan. Any remark that cannot be drawn out was not-
ed on the side where applicable. Since data was collected 
through webcams, elements of auditory and gastronomic 
sensations were documented through presumptions made 
via observations. As described by Lefebvre, “It is 
through all the senses that a space can be experienced by 
human” (cited in Neil 1997, 132). The five sensorial re-
sponses in the results section were described as a whole 
rather than differentiating them into specific paragraphs. 
 
4. Analysis of Data 
The sensorial rhythms collected were tabulated in search 
for trends regarding the multi-sensorial qualities of dif-
ferent physical entities. Both the transcribed tables and 
the drawn sensorial maps were utilised to assist the anal-
ysis of data. A Lefebvrian approach was employed to ex-
trapolate possible relationships existing among the arte-
facts and the five senses. Due to the nature of this re-
search topic and its methodology (sensuous geography 
and online observation), the analysis will be strongly fo-
cuses on the findings and interpretations of the spatial 
practices of public squares, whilst representational space 
and representations of space are discussed in a more 
generalised manner.  
 
The list of components being assessed through the utili-
sation of Lefebvre’s conceptual triad of space is as fol-
lows: 
 
‐ Spatial Practice (independent variant): sensuous 
qualities of various physical entity categories found 
through the sensory maps and transcribed tables.  
 
‐ Representations of Space (controlled variant): cul-
tural and social positioning of the squares/plazas 
from authoritative perspective point of view. 
 
‐ Representational Space (controlled variant): se-
lected public square case studies across four West-
ern countries. 
 
<Phase B> 
1. Sensuous Geography Checklist  
A preliminary checklist of multi-sensory qualities among 
different categories of physical entities was created from 
the analysed results in Phase A.  
 
2. Local Application  
Without doing any observations first, the sensuous geog-
raphy checklist was applied to a local setting to testify 
the validity of the framework. King George Square 
(Brisbane, Australia) was selected for the local applica-
tion as it shares similar qualities with the four case stud-
ies in terms of its urban location and user popularity. The 
preliminary checklist informed sets of predicted sensorial 
qualities embodied in the physical elements of the local 
square. Actual observations (base plan & sensory map) 
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were made after the predication had been done. A total of 
15 randomly selected people were observed. 
 
3. Modification of the Checklist 
The final phase of the research was to modify the check-
list framework created, critique and link back to the ex-
isting theories in the discussions section. 
 
 
 
RESULTS  
 
The following section shows a summary of the observa-
tional results through the online webcams. The contextu-
al information of the public squares was summarised in 
Table 3, while the sensuous usage patterns were present-
ed according to the categories of the physical elements. 
 
Aesthetical Elements  
Generally, visually pleasing signature buildings along 
with monumental sculptures appeared to be regularly en-
gaged by visitors in a way that the majority of users con-
gregate around these physical entities very frequently. 
People gathered in front of these physical elements, hav-
ing conversations, waiting for others, taking photos and 
observing the surroundings. However, the sensorial maps 
collected indicated that little physical interaction (i.e. 
touching) existed between people and these monumental 
artefacts. Exceptions occurred in Bonn, where part of the 
wall of the Old Town Hall became a resting place that 
people lean against while doing social activities, such as 
taking and waiting for others. 
 
In terms of signature architecture, it was highlighted as 
one of the major attractions in the public area (ie. the his-
toric Town Hall at the market square in Bonn). Visitors 
gathered and paused in front of the structure, taking pho-
tos in turns.  Most people who walked at a slower pace 
appeared to pay much visual attention towards the histor-
ical building. However, this observation did not apply to 
all the population studied. For people who walked at a 
faster pace or people who were riding bikes, the building 
appeared to have less visual impact on them. 
 
Unlike tall monuments and sculptures, users closely in-
teract with the aesthetic physical elements that were be-
low waist height with greater frequency. For example, 
 
Case  
Study  
City, 
Country 
Population 
Density (km2) 
Contextual 
Significances 
Torgallmpaninge 
(City/Festival 
Square) 
Bergen, 
Norway 566 
The main public square of Bergen City in Norway. The square is located 
between Strandgaten and Ole Bulls Plass. It was originally designed for 
as a “large and broad commons [public routes]” that may act as means 
for fire suppression (Bergen City of History, cited in Steiro 2011). 
Moreover, the Blue Stone located within the square at Ole Bulls Plass is 
one of the most well-known meeting points in Bergen (ibid). Torgall-
menningen has been positioned as one of the must-go city venue by Ber-
gen City Council. The area is surrounded by various boutique retails, 
gourmet restaurants, historic theatre and hotels.  
Marktplatz 
 (Market Square) 
Bonn, 
Germany 2301 
The historic square dates back to the Middle Ages, is located in front of 
the Old City Hall of Bonn, Germany. The Old City Hall is of Baroque 
style, it  has been listed in the World’s Greatest Attraction travel video 
series as one of the main attraction point of Bonn City (GeoBeats Pro-
duction 2011). Moreover, the Market Square is currently listed as one of 
the key area for historic sightseeing by the Council (Stadt Bonn 2011). 
Town Hall Square Varde, Denmark 40 
The Town Hall Square is located in the central meeting place in Varde 
Municipality, Denmark. The place is comparatively smaller in scale, but 
nevertheless, it is the central urban space when people meet up and cele-
brate festive events such as New Year Celebrations (Varde Bibliotek 
2011). Several significant civic and cultural buildings are also located 
within proximity, such as city library, churches and gourmet restaurants. 
Also, the intertwined water feature on the ground is a miniature represen-
tation of the river valley – Varde. 
Central Square 
Khanty-
Mansiysk, 
Russia 
287 
The Central Square is one of the key tourist attractions of downtown 
Khanty-Mansiysk. The Rotonda Fountain, Victory Park, War Memorial 
and eternal flame are within/besides the square. Khanty-Mansiysk is a 
centre of universal skiing excellence, the Biathlon skiing centre is situat-
ed just besides the central square (Khanty-Mansiysk 2011).  
 
      Table 3. Generic Contextual Background of the Case Studies 
      
181ISSN  2036 1602
THE PUBLIC SPACE OF EDUCATION | M. GuaraldaSPECIAL ISSUE #1/2013Ricerche e progett i  per i l  terr i tor io, la cit tà e l ’architettura
Eye on the Street? Sensory Experiences in Publ ic Places
        
adults phys
stepping an
these eleme
ing. In Torg
ture becam
They climb
ble and trea
ties people 
took time s
their owner
place, relax
 
Natural El
Elements o
responses a
share simil
sculptures. 
                        
Maste
ically touche
d sitting. Wh
nts via activi
allmpaninge,
e a temporal
ed on it, ran o
ted the sculpt
might see in
niffing and 
s took the e
ing, chatting a
ements 
f water featu
mong variou
ar sensorial 
 People perfo
F
                (refer
r of Architecture 
d the artefact
ilst children f
ties such as c
 the Blue Ston
 play zone f
n the area wh
ure like any o
 the parklan
licking these 
lements as a 
nd observing
res attracted 
s user group
patterns with
rmed ranges 
igure 1. Styliz
 to the Append
Research Confer
s through lea
urther mingle
limbing and 
e memorial s
or some chil
ere it was acc
ther playing f
d. Likewise, 
built forms w
temporary re
 others.  
different sens
s. Water fea
 monuments
of social acti
ed Rhythmic M
ix section for m
ence, School of D
ning, 
 with 
play-
culp-
dren. 
essi-
acili-
dogs 
hile 
sting 
orial 
tures 
 and 
vities 
aro
ica
wit
we
the
chi
of 
low
Kid
the
ing
tw
Ho
wa
acr
ing
tio
 
apping of Sen
ore details). 
esign, QUT, Bri
und them but
l entities. Adu
h the water 
re attracted t
ir original w
ldren and do
the water fea
ed their acti
s and pets pl
 water regard
 or not. Also,
een traditiona
wever, obser
ter elements (
oss existing s
 moments for
ns on walkin
sorial Rhythm
sbane, 11 Novem
 rarely physic
lts with child
feature more
o the water f
alking routes
gs touching a
ture edges, m
ons and follo
ayed and used
less of the fea
 usage activit
l and organic
vations have
i.e. water fea
ocial activity
 the users. So
g, stepping on
 of each Squa
ber 2011
ally interact w
ren or pets te
. When child
eature, adults
 towards the 
nd walking o
ost of their c
wed their act
 their hands/p
ture was desig
ies were gene
 geometric w
 found organ
ture in Varde)
 routes create
me people pa
 the right se
res  
8
ith the phys-
nd to engage
ren and pets
 would divert
water. While
n the contour
aretakers fol-
ivity patterns
aws to splash
ned for play-
rally alike be-
ater features
ic geometric
 that spanned
d more paus-
id more atten-
ts of areas to
 
 
 
 
 
. 
 
. 
 
 
 
182
THE PUBLIC SPACE OF EDUCATION | M. GuaraldaSPECIAL ISSUE #1/2013
http:// in_bo.unibo.it
Ricerche e progett i  per i l  terr i tor io, 
la cit tà e l ’architettura
Eye on the Street? Sensory Experiences in Publ ic Places
Master of Architecture Research Conference, School of Design, QUT, Brisbane, 11 November 2011
9
avoid foot trapped into the water. While others, particu-
larly adults with kids/pets lingered around the organic 
shaped water feature, jumping back and forward across 
the element. 
 
Moreover, existence of trees and shrubs seemed to attract 
less usage variations around them, whereas appearances 
of animals had greatly sparked a variety of sensory pat-
terns. For all the sites, there were little differences in the 
preference of weather to sit/wait/eat/have conversations 
under/near the tress or not. Yet, the case studies have in-
dicated that when there was birds presence in the area, 
many people were drawn to the specific spot. Some peo-
ple come specifically to feed birds, while others shared 
bites of their lunches with the little animals. Children and 
adults with pets in areas (i.e. Bergon and Kanty-
Mansiysk) where there were large amount of animals 
presence spent much time playing with the birds, running 
around and chasing them. This act of playing also be-
came eye/hearing attractions for other users in the 
squares to observe. 
 
Utilitarian Elements 
Speaking of utilitarian elements in the squares, most of 
them, although not designed intentionally, accommodat-
ed multiple usages other than the designated functional 
needs. Large amount of visitors utilised elements such as 
bicycle stands, traffic bollards, stairs and steps as an area 
to sit, have conversions, take nap, meet for others and 
lean against. In Bonn, where the number of bicycles on 
site exceed the number of bicycle stands provided, light 
poles, railings and even the back of the seats became an 
instant stands for people to park their bicycles. The stairs, 
platforms and railings of staircase also afforded people 
with ranges of social activities. People walked onto the 
stairs to observe the sceneries, take photos or sit on it en-
joying a temporal relief from the crowds. In addition, ob-
servations have found that smokers tend to congregate 
around rubbish bins. They chose to sit on or stand be-
sides benches/artefacts that are closer to the bins.  
 
Commercial Elements 
Commercial entities located near or besides the squares 
were often part of the reasons people visiting the squares. 
For example, outdoor dining areas occupied large 
amount of spaces in squares located in Bonn and Varde. 
Hence, a majority of visitors who spent longer time there 
were people who dined at the outdoor cafes/restaurants. 
Connections also exist between retails/shopping precincts 
and the public area, where people rest in the squares in 
between each shopping spree. For passersby in the 
square, females appeared to be more visually attracted to 
the window display of the surrounding shopping facili-
ties; whilst males often walked and facing directly to the 
area he was heading to without diverting his vision to the 
sides/window displays. Although audio cannot be ob-
served via web camera, soundscape presumptions can be 
based on the presence of commercial elements in the 
square. The sound of music, smell of food and perfume 
also contributed certain sensuous qualities for the overall 
environment of the squares. (For details of tabulated sen-
sory maps, please refer to the Appendix.) 
 
Key Findings from the Local Square 
Observational findings from King George Square were 
generally consistent with results collected via webcam. 
The front of the signature building was frequently con-
gregated by visitors, whilst children and teens were more 
likely to lye, played and interacts with physical elements 
in the square. However, some interesting points that were 
not found online were discovered. Utilitarian elements, 
such as seats/steps that positioned towards certain scen-
ery were occupied more regularly than seats that offered 
less interesting views regardless. At the same time, un-
like other water features observed online, elements of 
water located on the edges of the open space in King 
George square was not visited, photographed by, and 
played with by any children and adults observed. Also, 
the position of the greeneries and shading devices 
seemed had little effect on the seating preferences.  
 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
The findings from the observations indicated that there 
was a certain embodied sensorial consistency amongst 
each category of physical elements in the public squares. 
Occasional spontaneous usages were found more fre-
quently on people who carried children or pets to the 
public area when dealing with aesthetic, natural and utili-
tarian physical elements. In addition, a significant num-
ber of populations visit the squares for the commercial 
entities. From the administrative perspective of the rep-
resentations of space and representational space were 
consistent with the findings. In addition, three key multi-
sensorial attributes concerning with the physical ele-
ments were identified at the end of this section.  
 
Spatial Practice of the Public Squares  
Overall, major trends that lead to different patterns of us-
age existed amongst the four categories of built forms.  
The observational results have highlighted some key at-
tributes of physical elements, such as the ability to afford 
imaginations, interaction, and connectivity appeared to 
encourage fuller spectrum of sensorial experiences 
amongst the users. Individual factors such as gender and 
age also have an important influence on the way people 
utilise and interact in the space. 
 
Similar to past research findings, the observations have 
indicated that visual spectacles and symbolic attributes 
were the major key to attract more secondary sensuous 
interactions between the built environments. The concept 
of aesthetic being as the “necessity sensory” (Dewey 
1934, Bull et al. 2006, cited in Waskul, Vannini & Wil-
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son 2009, Waskul, Vannini & Wilson 2009, 16) of all 
experiences was reflected in the findings. Both the local 
and online case studies have indicated that, for visitors, 
historic and memorial built forms were often the main 
attractions of the squares; whilst the visually pleasing 
built environment created certain atmosphere that wel-
comed and allowed the locals to have a break, stay and 
enjoy the urban public spaces. As Perrem depicted, “[t]he 
benefit of people spending more time in public spaces is 
that spaces then become more self-regulating entities, 
and also focal points for the expression of a city’s partic-
ular identity and culture”(2009, 71). Thus, visually ap-
pealing physical elements, although most people would 
not come directly in contact with, strengthen a significant 
role in the making of the overall sense of place. 
 
On the other hand, opportunities exist for direct/bodily 
interactions amongst people and the natural elements of 
current settings. Elements of water feature were a typical 
example of such opportunity. The water features in 
Varde and Khanty-Mansiysk located at key nodes of the 
squares were photographed, visited, played with by visi-
tors on a regular basis. However, exemption occurred 
when elements of water were located at the edges of the 
space. None of the people observed had engagement with 
the water feature located on the side of King George 
Square. Possible reasons for this may due to the fact that 
the feature only spanned horizontally along the edge of 
the square away from main route, reducing chances of it 
getting noticed.  
  
In terms of commercial elements, the findings have high-
lighted the importance of commercial elements as a sup-
portive mean to sustain the usage popularity of contem-
porary public squares. The five senses were heavily in-
fluenced by these entities, as they provide opportunities 
to trigger all the senses at one time (i.e. touch/taste food, 
café music/smell and visually attracting dinning envi-
ronment). The growing interest in multi-sensorial mar-
keting has been reflected from the observations. This fur-
ther signifies the importance of the sense of integration in 
public space planning. Hence, higher standard in overall 
design of commercial sectors around the public squares 
should be carefully maintained and vigorously reviewed 
by the council as commercial elements have the ability to 
either overarching or enhancing many sensorial qualities 
in public spaces.  
 
Utilitarian elements on the other hand, showcase the im-
portance of strategic positioning of physical entities in 
the design of public squares in order to support and facil-
itate the total usage of the place. For example, in King 
George Square, the shaded seating area above the café 
was almost deserted during the busiest hour of the square 
due to lack of considerations in terms of its vista selec-
tion. The aesthetic elements (historic buildings and 
sculptures) in the squares were either blocked by 
ads/posters or the shaded structure itself. The only un-
block views were located south towards the concrete roof 
tops of surrounding buildings. The observational results 
have indicated that better located utilities encourage peo-
ple to spend more time in the public squares, whilst func-
tional facilities without a strategic positioning may in-
curred certain deserted zones.  
 
In addition, the significance of cultural filter in the way 
people perceive the world is also reflected in the results. 
Although in this research, cultural influence was not in-
tended to explore in details, however, a certain degree of 
behavioural differences are noted amongst different user 
groups (ie. gender and age). Different research method-
ology will be needed to further understand what kinds of 
perceptual trends and impacts each cultural group share 
and differ. 
 
Representations of Space & Representational Space 
of the Public Squares  
In terms of the other two aspects of the conceptual triad, 
existing squares were generally positioned by the council 
and tourism authorities as the social and cultural high-
lights of the city. Many festive events and attractions 
were being hosted in the four squares. This not only indi-
cated a certain degree of dynamic usage of the public 
space, but also signified the socio-cultural importance of 
these squares amongst people who lived and travelled to 
those cities. The high usage populations amongst the 
squares investigated could be seen as a reflection of eco-
nomic and tourism success from the governmental per-
spective. However, whether or not these places have be-
come a significant venue and imprinted certain degree of 
personal attachment in people’s mind and memory was 
another question that rose from this study. As quoted by 
Bloomer & Moore, “[t]o at least some extent every place 
can be remembered, partly because of it is unique, but 
partly because it has affected our bodies and generated 
enough associations to hold it in our personal worlds” 
(1977, cited in Rodaway 1994, 41). Thus, an integrated 
approach is needed to further understand the role of sen-
suous geography in the public design and planning sec-
tor.  As different sexes, age and ethnic groups may also 
have their own unique way to perceive and create a lived 
space. People with special needs may also experience the 
world with slightly different approach. In addition, the 
degree of how effective it is regarding the self interpreta-
tion of the multi-sensorial qualities that places afford the 
visitors to perceive would also need to be further studied 
and comprehend at a deeper and psychological level. 
Furthermore, elements of nature “can be aesthetically 
and intellectually engaging in a way that symbolise” 
(Unwin 2003, 63) certain social, cultural and educational 
meanings that may further trigger positive social interac-
tions (example of this utilisation can be seen in Cit-
tàlow/slow living cities, Pink 2007). 
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The Three Key Attributes 
Overall, the above analysis summarized three key attrib-
utes that contribute higher multisensory affordability for 
physical elements in public squares. That is, the ability to 
afford imaginations, the capability to adapt interactions, 
and lastly, the capacity to connect to the environment 
both physically and psychologically. The significance of 
these attributes were summarised as followed: 
 
1. Ability to afford imagination (spontaneity) 
While visual aesthetic is the most obvious sensory 
tactic, other senses, too, when triggered appropriate-
ly can be utilised to assist in creating certain atmos-
pheric effects. Elements of surprise can be utilised 
through a multisensorial approach to foster and 
sparks imaginations. For example, aesthetic, natural, 
utilitarian and commercial elements can be com-
bined and integrated in a way that challenge users’ 
preconceptions of certain spaces. Hence, this af-
fordability of imagination helped the visitors to 
shape their “imaginary geograph[y]” (Lefebvre 
1991, 33) of the public square, attaching special 
meanings to the place. 
 
2. Ability to adapt interaction (usability) 
Social interactions are other significant aspects that 
one should consider when dealing with the design 
and planning of physical elements in public spaces. 
As the results have shown, many social interactions 
were happening around and in between different 
categories of physical elements. The observations 
have implied that elements which have higher de-
gree of freedom for users to perform a variety of ac-
tivities will incur more abundant social interactions 
of that specific space. For example, below waist 
height structures offering two or three functions at 
the same time may allow users to perform wider 
ranges of social activities and resulting an increased 
usability of the element and the space.  
 
3. Ability to foster connection (locality) 
The third key attributes that may contribute higher 
multisensorial affordability is “connection”. Strong-
er physical and visual connections between each 
category of physical elements, not only provide a di-
rectional ease for the visitors, but also offers oppor-
tunities for people to observe and be observed by 
the others. Thus, it can be said that when there is a 
greater connectivity between each physical entity, 
there is a greater opportunity that the public square 
will be populated in a higher frequency. Moreover, 
as sensations are not received but produced by the 
users (Dewey 1967, cited in Waskul, Vannini & 
Wilson 2009, 16), the locality of physical entities in 
the public squares need to be arranged and present-
ed in a way to further encourage and support the 
formations of such “psycho-physical” (ibid) experi-
ential activities.  
 
SENSUOUS GEOGRAPHY CHECKLIST  
 
Lastly, this paper proposes a Sensuous Geography 
Checklist that will help to determine and predict the 
overall sensuous qualities of the public squares. There 
are two major calculation categories that identify both 
popularity and the sensuous qualities of the space. Popu-
larity is calculated through the degree of connectivity be-
tween different categories of physical entities; whilst 
sensuous qualities are determined through various influ-
ents that were previously identified in the discussion sec-
tion (refer to Table 4 for an example of the checklist in 
use). Additionally, the checklist can be utilised as a com-
parative tool to access multisensorial affordability of 
several squares (refer to Table 5 for details). 
 
In terms of the calculation, the Popularity Index is calcu-
lated as follows: 
 
‐ Popularity Index = (sum of index no. per specific 
category) / (total sum of highest index no.) x 100%
‐ Degree of Connectivity: 
High=3, Medium = 2, Low = 1
 
The index indicates that the higher the percentage, the 
longer and more frequent that people will congregate 
around these elements. However, the degree of connec-
tivity (high/medium/low) is subjected to the choice of the 
person conducting the checklist analysis. Further devel-
opment of this section may be needed. 
Similarly, the Sensuous Index can be estimated through 
the following formula: 
‐ Sensuous Index = (sum of no. of ticks per specific 
category) / (total no. of possible ticks) x 100%
 
The figures obtained through the above calculation 
shows that the higher the percentage, the higher the em-
bodiment of multi-sensorial quality the physical elements 
have.  
 
In sum, the Sensuous Geography Checklist provides an 
indicative analysis tool that helps to examine and deter-
mine the overall sensuous qualities of public squares 
without doing a prolonged observational study. However, 
information regarding other factors, such as individual, 
cultural and climatic influents that may affect the overall 
sensory experiences will need to be obtained and as-
sessed through other means of data collection.
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LIMITATION 
In terms of limitations, the study undertook a qualitative 
investigation with specifically selected parameters to ex-
plore and enquire about the topic due to the tight 
timeframe of this research. The findings of this research 
may only be applicable to cities that share similar socio-
cultural backgrounds, as cultural influence play an im-
portant role in the way people perceived and experienced 
spaces. In terms of individual influents, the research ob-
servation samples were based on the general public who 
have readily access to public urban spaces. People with 
special needs and people who do not share similar dis-
course may not be applicable to the findings study. Also, 
public squares with different typological and physical 
constraints may have incurred slightly different results. 
Moreover, since the study is a Brisbane based research, 
observations of sensory rhythms across various places 
was undertaken via online webcams. Possible limitations 
exist in camera angel selection, pixel qualities and olfac-
tory/nostalgic audits. Future research could incorporate 
interviews, surveys and study of different cultural and 
discourse groupings to further understand the representa-
tions of space from the individual perspectives. 
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